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THAILAND: THE PRESENT POLITICAL PHASE

Thailand is entering a new phase of its polit-
ical life. Aften ten years of rule by martial law,
the military leadership is moving to legitimize its
rule. A new constitution has been promulgated as
the first step in this process, but the document
virtually ensures that there will be no major changes,
at least in the near future, in the way Thailand is

governed.

The constitution does provide for the first na-
tionwide elections in over a decade. Although the
elections are now less than five months away, the
government so far has done little to organize itself
for them. Opposition forces are also divided and
weak, but they may prove strong enough to deny the
government a clear-cut majority in the lower house.
Whatever the outcome, the present leaders will con-
tinue to rule Thailand after the elections and, at
least for the short term, there is not likely to be
any important change in Thai domestic and foreign

policies.

Background to Transition

There is a timelessness
about modern Thai politics that
is as comforting as it may be
misleading. On tlie surface,
nothing important seems to change.
For 36 years, Thailand has been
ruled by a tight coterie of mili-
tary officers. In order to run
the country, the military has
maintained a profitable alliance
with civilian politicians and
bureaucrats, with whom it joined
in 1932 to bring down the abso-
lute monarchy. The civilians have
exercised considerable influence,
but the relationship has always
been fundamentally one-sided.

With the exception of a few short
periods, the military establish-
ment has called the tune.

Autocratic without being
despotic, conservative without
being reactionary, the ruling es-
tablishment has brought a reason-
able share of economic progress
and social change to Thailand.
With a minimum of serious disrup-
tion, it has guided the country
through factional strife and for-
eign occupation, changes in per-
sonalities, and the inevitable up-
sets of an evolving social system.

The promulgation on 20 June
of a new and long-delayed constitu-
tion appears to have inaugurated a
new phase rather than a new era in
Thai political life. The consti-
tution was the product of five
years of gentle agitation by civil-
ian elements in the establishment,
and the realization on the part of
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more enlightened military of-
ficers that after ten years of
"martial law" the regime needed
to legitimize its rule. It was
not meant, nor has it been inter-
preted, as a sharp departure from
past practice. On the contrary,
Thailand has had seven constitu-
tions since 1932, each establish-
ing the rules of the game only
until new players appeared, new
sides were chosen, and new rules
were needed. Although nine years
in the writing, there is little
in the present document that
distinguishes it greatly from its
predecessors.

A crazy quilt of parliamentary

and presidential gystems, the con-
stitution of Prime Minister Thanom
is designed to perpetuate the

rule of the military-civilian es-
tablishment. It virtually ensures
that the present leaders will be
in power for the foreseeable fu-
ture. The document provides for

a strong executive appointed by
the King on the advice of the up-
per house of the legislature, or
Senate. To complete the tight
circle, the Senate is appointed
by the executive (with the King's
blessing). The Senate was chosen
shortly after promulgation and,
although the body's president is

a civilian, 90 out of 120 seats
are filled by military officers,

Almost all of the new sena-
tors held seats in the old con-
stituent assembly, whose loyalty
to the government was amply dem-
onstrated during the nine years
it spent drafting a new constitu-
tion. Any doubt about the pur-
pose or political complexion of
the Senate, moreover, is dis-
pelled by the presence of sev-
eral prominent generals, includ-

ing Saiyud, who is in| charge of
the dounterlnsuxgency effort;
Kriangsak, from the supreme com-
mand*headquarters, and, perhaps
most reveallng of all, General
Samran, commander of the First
Armyﬂ whose troops control Bang-
kok.

|

The only real departure from
the quas1const1tutlonal arrange-
ment under which the late Marshal
Sarit and Prime Minister Thanom
set up their rule in 1958 is the
lower house, whose members will be
chosen in nationwide elections early
next year. It will mirror, how-
ever imperfectly, long submerged
political differences in the coun-
try, and will serve as an outlet
for the expression of regional
grievances. It will also provide
a forum for those civilian poli-
ticians who have been on the out-
side looking in for the past ten
years|. Caught between a powerful
exXecutive and a stacked and domi-
nant Senate, and without authority
to vote no confidence!'in the gov-
ernment, the lower house's powers
under the constitution are care-
fully circumscribed.

besplte these sfrong elements
of pogltlcal continuity Thailand
is entering a period of transition.
The ten-year interregnum is about
to end, and a different, albeit
far from hew, set of arrangements
will follow in its wake. Against
its better instincts, the military
oligaj chy is taking its case to
the Thai people. Although there
is every reason to believe the
military leaders can negotiate the
transjitional period with their hold
on power intact, the subtle pres-
sures! that brought them this far
may take them a good deal farther
than they are presently prepared to
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Prime Minister Thanom Casts His Ballot
in the Bankok Municipal Election

go. A great deal will depend on
how they run the elections, and,
finally, on how well they do.

Bangkok Municipal Elections

If the outcome of the Bang-
kok municipal elections in Sep-
tember is any sign, the govern-
ment may be in for a harder time
than it anticipated in next year's
elections. The Democratic Party,
the only nationwide opposition
party currently active, took 22
of 24 seats in the municipal as-
sembly. Three recognized govern-
ment slates managed to elect only
two progovernment candidates.

The first meaningful election in
Thailand in ten years, the mu-
nicipal election was touted as
an important political barometer.

The Democrats have always
been strong in Bangkok, but their

sweep came as a surprise to sup-
porters and opponents alike. There
are a number of reasons for the
Democrats' extraordinary showing.
For one thing, Bangkok has long
been a party stronghold, and the
Democrats apparently mounted a
low-key but effective campaign
there. The other causes, however,
cut closer to the bone and have
wider implications for next year's
elections. In addition to rally-
ing their normal supporters, the
Democrats were the beneficiaries
of an antiadministration vote that
stemmed from local issues.

It would be a mistake to dis-
miss the importance of the Demo-
cratic sweep because it was based,
in part, on local issues, however,
Rising pork prices and increased
bus fares may not have much impact
in the countryside, but every area
of Thailand has local grievances
and the regime is in trouble if
voters cast ballots on the basis
of fixing responsibility for local
ills. The low turnout in Bangkok
is a fairly good sign that a major
voter revolt is not in the cards,
but the voting does suggest that
there may be more antigovernment
sentiment in the country than has
been recognized heretofore.

The Democratic victory can
also be traced to the indecisive-
ness, disunity, and apparent com-
placency of the government. Ad-
ministration strength was dissi-
pated by the fielding of three
slates, and organizers failed to
get out the vote of those who might
be expected to back the regime. If
some elements thought that last-
minute chicanery might carry the
day, they had not counted on stu-
dent poll watchers who saw to it
that the election was one of the
country's cleanest.
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Whatever the reasons for
the Democratic sweep, it may have
an important bearing on next
year's legislative elections. For
the Democrats, the victory pro-
vides a much-needed psychological
boost. Out of the limelight for
ten years and weakened by the death
of their leading public figure,
the Democrats are suddenly in the
position of running, at least nom-
inally, the nation's largest and
most important city.

The greatest impact, however,
may be on the government side.
The election is a major disap-
pointment to those elements who
had hoped that a Democratic Party
defeat in Bangkok would clear
.the way for any easy victory in
the legislative elections. The
Bangkok skirmish may prove to be
a rude but much-needed awakening
for complacent Thai leaders. The
election results are a disquiet-
ing sign that the ruling oligarchy
will have to put aside its squab-
bling and marshal its considerable
resources if it hopes to gain a
clear-cut victory in next year's
elections.

The Government Prepares
For Electlions

With the copening round in
the constitutional process al-
ready over, with nationwide elec-
tions less than five months away,
and with three years of planning
and organizing under its belt,
the government still does not
have .a political party. There
are a number of reasons for this,
including the fact that the in-
dividuals with the best organiza-
tional ability in the government
are precisely the ones who have

been against elections from

the start.

The major problem the govern-
ment faces in forming a unified :
political party, however, is simply
that the government itself is not
unified. The prospect of elections
has aroused rather than soothed
long-standing factional differences
within the ruling oligarchy. On

the, one hand, there is the funda-
mental split between civilian "lib-
eral" elements, exemplified by For-
eigh Minister Thanat and Minister

of National Development Pote Sarasin,
and’ the old-guard military establish-
ment. And on the other hand, there
are, the more important divisions
within the military group itself.
The; breakdown is roughly between
Priime Minister Thanom and Deputy
Prijre Minister Praphat, the two

men: whose working relationship has
kept the country stable since
Marshal Sarit's death in 1963,

i These factional differences
will have to be sorted out and some
acceptable understanding reached
before the government's political
activity can move into high gear.
Much of the responsibility for the
slow progress belongs to Prime Min-
ister Thanom. For all of his virtues,
Thahom has shown little inclination
or ability to harness the ambitions
of the other factional leaders be-
hind a unified effort. 1Indecisive
and| colorless, the prime minister
has| done little during the five
years he has at least nominally
ruled Thailand to build either a
political organization responsive
to him or the regime, or a follow-
ing| in the country that can be trans-
lated into political power in an
eleption year.
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The military leaders hope
to create a political party broad
enough to include all of the fac-
tions that have helped rule the
country for the past ten years.
At the same time, they would like
to bring under the party unbrella
those political elements with
some following in the country
whose ties to Bangkok and the
levers of power have been negli-
gible. The faction associated
with Prime Minister Thanom has
been trying since late last year
to line up former members of the
National Assembly. Independents,
or former members of moribund
parties, they are the professional
politicians with local connections
whose support could prove indis-
pensable in the legislative elec-
tions, The effort has been half-
hearted and has not gone particu-
larly well. One problem is that
many of these politicians, al-
though flattered by their new-
found importance and eager to
collaborate with the establish-
ment, are confused by conflicting
instructions and leadership from
Bangkok. Their difficulty has
been in determining who speaks
for the government.

After an initial period of
studied detachment, Deputy Prime
Minister Praphat has moved force-
fully into the vacuum left by
Thanom and his associates. Praphat
is in an enviable position to or-
ganize grass-roots support for
the regime. When he acts as min-
ister of interior, Praphat com-
mands an extensjive and far-reach-
ing bureaucracy that stretches
from provincial capitals to
isolated villages. Whatever its
weaknesses, it is the best ap-
paratus in the country.

Praphat's vehicle is the
Free People's League of Thailand,

a quasi-official, anti-Communist
group set up last year by him and
his crony, Director of the Depart-
ment of Local Affairs Chamnan. The
league will soon have a spinoff
Free Peoples Party (FPP), and
Praphat has already signed up an
impressive array of supporters.
Ironically, they include several
well-known leftists such as Sang
Patanothai, and Buddhist leader
Phra Pi Montham. Neither Praphat
nor the leftists apparently in-
tend to let ideclogy stand in the
way of good politics.

Praphat has assured other
government leaders that his Free
Peoples Party will merge with the
government party once the latter
gets off the ground. A shrewd
political infighter, there is
good reason to believe, as many
of his opponents suspect, that
Praphat intends to use the FPP to
further his own ambitions.

Deputy Prime Minister Praphat
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The Opposition

The ruling group is going
into the elections divided and
lacking a leader who can, on
his own, command much support in
the country. The regime's de-
ficiences, however, must be
weighed against the fact that it
still has far more resources at
its disposal than do its opponents
and that for a variety of reasons
they are hardly in a comfortable
position to take advantage of
their opportunities.

The Democratic Party is the
only opposition group that comes
out of the ten-year hiatus with
a dedicated leadership, a small
but loval following, and a strong
sense of identity. The party is
the oldest in Thailand. Estab-
lished in 1946 by a group of
former followers of leftist
leader Pridi Phanomyong, the
Democrats are conservative mon-
archists, with strong ties to the
royal family. The party has been
an important factor in every Thai
election, and although its strength
is concentrated in Bangkok, it
has some backing in both the
northeast and the north. Even
the party's most optimistic sup-
porters do not believe it can
muster much more than one third
of the seats in the lower house,
It is possible, however, that
the Democrats and other opposi-
tion parties of the center and
the left can tcgether win enough
seats to deny the government
party a clear majority.

Thqggaft

Of all the political groups
that are now surfacing in Thai-

land, none faces the upcoming elec-
tionsg more dispirited, fragmented,
or with slighter hopes than the
Thai left. Harassed by the gov-
ernment and associated in the
public mind with foreign inter-
ests, there is good reason to
question whether once-influential
leftist figures and parties can
pull themselves together in

time |[to be a factor in the elec-
tiong. A number of the more
prominent leftists, including some
who have spent long years in gov-
ernment prisons for alleged Com-
munist activities, will join gov-
ernment forces in the near future.
Other leftists, like Thep Chotinu-
chit, leader of the socialist
United Front, are keeping the
faith. Thep has been working
with old-time politicians and
socialists, particularly in the
northeast, in an effort to get

the Economist Party ready for

the ¢lections. By all accounts,
he has had a hard time getting
financial support, and organiza-
tional efforts on behalf of the
party are making little progress.

'It is possible, however,
that the left may do better in
next year's elections than its
current strength would suggest.
Most of the leftist politicians
come ! from the northeast, where
regional identity is strongest
in Thailand, and have managed
through the years to identify
themselves with the region's
aspirations. Some of these
politicians paid a high personal
price during the 1950s for air-
ing the northeast's grievances
in Bangkok. It is entirely pos-
siblée that they will reap their
reward at the polls next year.
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